An evaluation of overnight fixation to facilitate neuropathological examination in Coroner's autopsies: our experience of over 200 cases.
Following recent changes in Coroner's Rules, there has been a desire to examine brains at the time of autopsy, rather than after a prolonged period of immersion fixation. Examination of the fresh brain at postmortem can yield unsatisfactory results where detailed histological examination is required. We aim to provide a compromise, where detailed examination of the brain is possible, without the requirement for prolonged fixation, interference with funeral arrangements and delay in the Coronial process. A retrospective audit of over 200 neuropathology cases requested by HM Coroner for the East Riding of Yorkshire between 2007 and 2010 was performed. The cases consisted of full neuropathology autopsies (n=212) and brains referred by general pathology colleagues (n=26). Of the 238 brains examined, approximately half (n=109) of the brains were sectioned fresh in the mortuary. The remaining brains (n=129) were immersion fixed overnight in 20% formalin prior to cutting and sampling for histology (n=127). The median time for reporting was 31 days (range 1-167; n=101) for brains requiring histology. This equates to a median turnaround time of 1 month for a neuropathological autopsy requiring detailed histology. In all cases, the report was prepared and available to HM Coroner in advance of the Inquest. This method provides reliable histological diagnoses in neuropathological autopsies and does not interfere with funeral arrangements for bereaved families following deaths falling under Coronial jurisdiction. In all cases, the body could be released to relatives, at Coroner's discretion, within two working days of the autopsy.